BILBAO
spelt the downfall of Bilbao and of all the Basque resis-
tance in the north as far as Santander, was Friday, June 11.
On that day General Franco ordered the first attack to be
made on the "Iron Belt." He had chosen his terrain
extremely well, though I must confess that it shocked me
when I arrived on the spot early on Friday morning and
discovered that the Nationalists were to deliver, what I
thought was foreign to all their strategy, a frontal attack
in the very centre of a defensive line. I came up with the
staff headquarters of Colonel Garcia Valino, of the 1st
Brigade of Navarre, that morning at Mugica, and was told
that the plan was for three of the Brigades of Navarre to
attack across the Cordillera of Fica, and then the next day
across the Urusti hills in the direction of Castelumendi,
thus cutting right through the "Iron Belt." On the
ground the plan, however, looked an extremely good one.
The Cordillera of Fica, covered by the Red advance lines,
was a continuation of the Vizcargui hills running at a
slightly lower altitude in the general direction south-east
to north-west. Once it had been captured, together with
the village of San Martin de Fica, the next range of hills,
and Castelumendi, the mam line of Red resistance was
only two thousand yards distant, and there were several
good lines of approach for an infantry attack.
General Franco, always a believer in having the utmost
strength at the vital spot, had crowded the valley behind
Vizcargui and all the slopes of Monte Calvo with batteries.
Never have I seen so many in Spain in so small an area.
There were guns of every calibre up to huge twelve-inch
howitzers, and all of them were firing at full speed. Some
batteries had been advanced through the woods to the
fringe of Vizcargui, where there were no roads which even
a tractor could take, and bullock-carts with two slate-blue
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